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andas a groupisa deﬂmn\z factor for the choices we make. For
ourmentalty haﬂdlcappeq v.?men thisis as muchthecaseasfor
anyone eise,

As an example | would like to mention a few points of general

social histarical interestthat were {and are) of fundarnental impor-
tance to understand the concrete situation of those thirty women
who now live in the Molendreef at Lovendegem in Belgium. Over

the [ast ten years some changes have occured in thought and
-action concerning those peopie.

1. 1. In the first place we must understand that with the
appearance of lay-workérs (.e. people who have not taken holy
orders) in the daily work with children and aduits, our disabled
fellow-man has also come intouch with a world different from the
one within the walls of the institution.

Several adults were taken in by the institute when they were chif-
dren. They have grown up there and have mainly learnt to know
thelife of the Roman Catholic Sisters who were locking after them
(Sisters of Charity).

The contact with the laity now alse gives thern other points of com-
parison: family, excursions, getting married of not, having a job,
going ta the hairdresser's, fashionable ciothes, etc, Furthermore
there has been 2 tendency towards a growing frankness con-
cerning community life. People started to talk about normalisation
and integratior.

Calling in the help of lay-staff was also the result of a changed
legistation in the matter; a greater number of staff could be putto
work so that more educatresses were responsible for fewer
people. There was also an increase of trained staff.

1. 2. A second train of thought which had a great impact was
bringing together handicapped peopie in so-called living units.
About ten people tive together attended on by a team of edu-
' catresses, in circumstances that rather appeal to an independent
attitude, social competence, social intercourse, a homely life, in
brief, a more normal way of life resembling the way of life of the
average citizen.

This fife style ohviously differed from what the women had known
as children or adclescents. Formerly, scme had had a refatively
independent and individual life as auxiliary staff with a great
amount of manual work and the supervision of younger menially

4 handicapped people.
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Others were usedtoliving together in great numbers in wards; still
others had been staying at home for years ang had beentakenin
by psychiatric institutions, which again means immense groups,
Theidea of gathering mentally handicapped people inliving units
fitted in perfectly well with the previous tendency: a larger staff.

1. 3. During approximately the same period a third phenomenon
oceured: namely the insight that the handicapped, once they turn
to be adults form a specific group with its own expectations and
questions, different from those that children have. This meant that
our grown-up women should get their own provisions, but also
some altendance which both in spirit and in deed, could provide
an answer to their own specific questions.

Boththe idea of living units and the idea that they grew up the way
other people did, quite scon got the suppert of the subsidizing
authorities and also received great acclaim from the institutions.
This remarkable ccincidence of some new views during
approximately the same period, together with an almost
immediate response of legislation on this point, have caused a
turning point in the service to mentally handicapped peopie.

Thirty wornern live in a world with the charactenstics we have just
summed up, It is about these wornen we want to tell you a few
things. Their congrete lives, their options are mainly defined by
our thoughts and actions, This is a first relativity as to their oppor-
tunity to “choose”.

2. The house and its “candidate-residents”

We would like to proceed with a more conrete introduction of the
ladies on whose behalf we speak in this report, as well as of the
home.

2.1. Aboutthree years ago three houses were huilt. In each home
ten women, i.e. arelatively small unit, could live. Each home has
its own living-room, including sitting-room and dining-room, a
tetrace, a kitchen, storage space, front and back deor, bedrooms
(single, twins and three-bedded), baths, toilets etc, The three
houses stand in a row among the cther houses along the village
street. .

However, thereis extra spaceforaprivate lawn, a littie gardenand.
a few sheds for domestic pets. Although cnly a rather busy
street separates the houses from the rest of the institutions,
they are felt, both by the residents and by ourselves, as a
relatively independent entity. This fact constituted an impor-

tant change in the life-style and the concept of life of the
residents.
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tof the residents came from our own institution, or hag
“aying in our institution for some time in the past. A few
e among them had acquired a certain status as auxiliary staff, while
» 7 —the rest of them had always belonged to the big group in which

- they had been treated and entertained in the best possible way.

A few other candidate-residents came from psychiatric instity-
- tions. In ather words, the personal background, the case— history
L was quite different. This also meant that they had had a different
- setting of learning and experience, which would undoubtedly
play a part after forming new living units.

The averageage in each houseis respectively 38, 33and 40, The
average 1.Q. ranges from 30 to 40 (Terman). The average social
age, measured by the Vinetand Social Comp. Scale is between 8
and . The general level of functioning is, if we may gtoballze
severly to moderately mentally handicapped.

Each living unit is directly attended on by three educatresses.
Indirectly the whote staff of the service centre, s.a. pedagagical
team, therapists, social workers are involved. The aduits who
were already staying af the institution and who gualified for the
homes, didn't actually live in & community unti approximately
1974. During the daytime they assisted the educatresses and at
night they went to their bedrooms in varicus parts of the institu-
tion. At meaitimes however, they used to go to the same room,
which functioned as a sitting-room and dining-room.

They all went their own way, though: the first to arrive was the first
to eat, etc. There was also a certain mutual hierarchy, through
which the mutuat problems were solved.

Their work, in tact, was hardly attended on at all, which was, of
course highly questionable as for the relationship with the chil-
dren they were responsible for: some of them got attached to
some children too much, other children were rejected, personal
problems were worked off on them etc. Their leisure was restiic-
ted and was spent monotonously: watching the telly, watking
about, doing sorme needlewaork, listening to the radio. It was clear
that moving to the houses would thoroughty change their way of
life.

2. 3. All these changes could of course nat take place straight

away: for there was not only a change in material surroundings,

but there was an appeal to their flexibility, their adaptability as
266 well.

The actual semoval was first preceded by a period in vyh‘rch th_e
women got used to living together and also by a diagnostic
examination shorily before the removal.

Getting the cardiidate-residents used to living together was
achieved as follows. They were asked to have their meals to-
gether and fo spend their spare time in the same rocm, There
they were received by an educatress.

Gradually they came to form a group and they came to do more
things together: upkeep of their common room, entertainment. In
this way an evolution took place from a separate individual life
towards a community life, which was furthermore attended on by
an educatress, i.e. someone who was younger than they were,
somecne who was not invested with the evident authority of the
sister. This was something they would formerly haverejected as a
meddlesome form of curiosity.

The diagnostic work consisted of determining the women's L.Q.s
and their social competence, Furthermore an attempt was made
ta compose a sociogram, in order to recognize mutual likes and
dislikes, concerning the questions who to share one’s spare time
with, who to do the chores with, who to share a bedroom with, who
to go on holiday with, This took place by means of a number of
concrete questions to which they could give positive or negative
answers.

To support the selection the interviewees were shown pictures of
the various candidates. This means that in the selection not only
the resuls of the tests were taken into account, but alse the per-
sonal preferences of the women themselves. Also the per-
sonalities of the adults, as one had got to know them throughout
the years, were taken into account. Although it would be an
obvious inclination not to et peopie with character difficulties take
part in the removal, they were given a chance anyway, hoping
that the change of life style could cause a positive development
for them. After the event we must admit that most of them have
taken this opportunity to their advantage. They succeed in
holding their own in & more sociable way and the group can
manage 1o live with themn, although not without difficulties.

Of course, we could wonder in which community, consisting of
ten adults, living together day by day, no moments of tension
oceur.

3. A new life sme . . . new opportunities

Now that we know who took part in the removaf and what it was 267




preceded by, we would like {o draw the attention to the actual
changes in life style and to the residents’ reactions. At the same
time this provides us with a picture of how things are going at
present,

Te make things more surveyable we distinguish between the
foltowing themes: residence, work, leisure, personal devetop-
ment, always keeping the question at the back of our minds:
“What about choices?"

3. 1. Afirst serious change was the question of residence. The
rather solitarylife in a big ward was turned into a community life in
which the individuals developed closer relationships. Further-
more, a change of mentality, namely convincing them that there
was more to life than just work, had to be effected.

A number of skills could be put into practice inthe new residence:
learning how to make coffee, lay the table, clear the table, do
some minor washing, and parallel to all these to consider other
people, and not onty themselves. They were also able now to
cook in their own kitchen. To this effect, the candidate-residents
had attended a series of cooking lessons. What they had tearnt
there could be put into practice under the guidance of an
educatress during the weekend or on special occasions such as
2 cooking contest. These cocking lessons are organised every
year, so that more and more adults acquire this skitl,

At present, dinner is cooked by the residents themselves on
Saturdays and Sundays. Beforehand they discuss with the edu-
catress what they will cook and how to prepare it. Especially the
dessert gives them ample opportunity to develop their own
creativity and personal taste. On the other days, they still get food
from the central kitchen.

In choosing the food and composing the menu, €., we have
found out that attendance remaing indispensable so as not 1o
come to extreme situations in which everybody wants his own
menu, or menus that are too expensive because they have not
reckoned with cost price, seasonal vagetables or fruit.

Residence also includes furnishing, decorating and keeping the
premises in repair. A few adults used to have their own rcom,
which was frequently badly kept. Others had always had a bed in
the spacious dormiteries and were consequently not used to
keeping a wardrobe or washbasin tidy.

Al the house they have single, twin-bedded or three-bedded

268 rooms. Attended on by the educatress they can choose their own

wallpaper, which picture or poster they want, what coiour the
furniture should be. They can make a'lot of objects s.a. gushlons,
pouguets, tapestries themselves. Interior decoration is at the
same time a motivation for keeping them at work in their spare
time.

" Keeping plants, a vegetable garden or a few domestic pets, are

other examples of new opportunities. As more attention was paid
to residing initself and to residing in a community, an opportunity
lo enjoy this home was created. Many of them are very proud of
their own room, where they have their personal belongings, s.a.
photograph albums, souvenirs, letters, New Year's presents.

This style of life, which provides the chance totake care of anown
home, to enjoy a home-made cake, fireside cormnforts, more and
more came to resembie the life style of any adult, s.a. their edu-
catresses’, their families’, but also their neighbours'.

If we look at the residential aspect from the outside, we notice that
their terrace houses are situated atong the village street, anly a
short walk from a newsagent's, a greengrocer's, a printer's.
Across the street there is an ordinary elementary school; the new
communal multi-sport gymnasiur is only two blocks away, etc.
This means that they live in the centre of the community, just
like the family on their left and the famity on their right. ane
again new possibilities, new opportunities for cheice. But again
a choice that is attended on. Not only because the are handi-
capped, but also because the community has remained handi-
capped in living together with rmentally handicapped peaple.

By the way, may we point cut again that integration is a double-
edged sword: not only our handicapped women have 1o learn
how to cope with social intercourse, but every citizen must ie«:am
that integration means more than tolerance, it inciudes letting
people know and feel that they are part of it.

Thaugh the village, and more particularly its inhabitants, used to

be unknown territory, Lovendegem now became a place to
explore. Notonly do they make use of the same postoffice. parish
church, gymnasium, swimming pool, etc. There is also an
increasing personal contact with the peopte themselves. About
ten women are members of an adult organisation, and they got
acquainted with people who came 1o mean something 1o them.
Also independent initiatives such as “sport for women®, cooking
courses, sewing and kniting courses are sources of new
choices: “Shalt 1 go?”, “Coutd | manage?” ,Who shall | assaciate
with?" etc.
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We can evidently see a positive evolution: amazement and
disappointment, and once in a while some negative criticism
about the fact that mentaliy handicapped people came to live in
the immediate neighbourhood. From all this we have evolved
towards a situation in which our people are no longer strangers.
Some of them have even succeeded in building up real friendly
relationsships.

It is quite obvious that in the beginning there were a few
disagreements, for suddenly getting an extra thirty neighbours is
not an everyday phenomenon. Furthermore, these neighbours
and the whole community had always been outsiders inthe most
literal sense of the word. Until the moment of the concrete
realisation (building and removing), they had not taken partin the
change of mentality, the growth of which had gradually laken
place among the insiders. A few tatks and an invitation to visitthe
new hames could not be more than the start of an important
change in their thought and action; a change that is stifl going.on,
by the way. '

8. 2. More time and attention could be paid to living together due
to a reorganisation of their working situation, In the morming they
go to work fram 810 12, Some work as charwomen in a living unit
consisting of children. Others work as auxiliary staff to the kitchen
or 1o the seamstress. From 2 to 5 in the afternoon they go to a
workshop whera they have a choice to leamn a great variety of
manual jobs. On weekends and on Bank holidays, they have the
day off. This has resultedin an equality among all adults, in spite of
the differences in their level of functioning. Doing a similar job, or
at least a job that is appreciated in a similar way, to them con-
stitutes a proof of equality and compeatence. This is something
that a few among them had, and still have, difficuities in coping
with. This is to be understood from their personal case-history.
Clearing, e.g., or having an independent task, was no longer the
privilege of a few women who had already been doing this for
some time. Also the other women, who used not io getthe oppor-
tunity, now got an assignment that was equally appreciated.

Gradually the mutual differences fade, but now we see that the
adults inthe houses across the street strongly disassociate them-
selves from the children in the institution. They do not really con-
siderthemselves or feel like handicapped people, at least not like
the childrenin the institution. It is mostly decided upon what kind
of work they wilt do, after considering their capabilities, their

270 wishes, and the available jobs. Up to now all womern have their
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jobs within the organisation of our own institution, i.e. in main-
tenance andfor in the Day Centre. Although they do nol receive
any wages for their work, every adult disposes of a financial
allowance, BF 2,000 of which can be spent monthly as pocket
money. For many of them the control of this sum demands serious
attendance, a first cause being the tack of insight in the value of

" money. Furthermore they have anly very recently been altowed to

dispose of it freely. But even now we see a tendency towards a
more thoughtful cheice, though an attended one.

3. 3. Also because of the limitation of working hours and the_ o;ign-
tation of life towards the ordinary citizen's life (cfr. normalisation
principles), there was more time for leisure.

Indeed, the increase of spare time is one of the main cancerns.
We have already mentioned that there used to be onlylittle spare
time, which was spent passively, watching the telly or walking
about. Organizing and living their spare time was something else
they had to learn. Furthermore, a change of mentality had to be
achieved. Relaxation to them meant playing, and playing was for
children.

Other adult forms of entertainmentwere introduced. Especiallyin
the very fact of living somewhere, there were many possibilities qf
choosing a suitable passtime. In decorating and furnishing their
living-room and bedroom, there was sufficient motivation for
creative manual work and hobbyism. For others the right choice
turned out 1o be the care of animals of plants, But active relaxation
got a ceriain acclaim, too, as they were taught various sports and
games, which atthough the rules were simplified, strongly
resemble sports as practised by anyone. New skills, s.a. cy-
cling and swimming were introduced as well.

A few of them joined in with some village initiatives, As they are
familiar with several possibilities now, because they have learnt
themn from the atiendants, or just because they have seen them
on TV (e.g. II's a knock out!) or in corporate life {pedestrianism),
they are able now the make their own choice, even to formulate
suggestions. In this respect they are encouraged by their atten-
dants in informal discussions, but also at formal meetings. Since
last year “house talks” (talks among the residents of one house)
and a “resident board™ (board of representatives from the various
Iwving units) have been created.

Leisure was an obvious point of discussion, In this way they learn
t0 look for suggestions themselves, and they also learn how to
reckon with each other's choice.
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At the beginning of the summer, e.g. we met to discuss what kind
- of activities could be organized. Those who could not teil or
remember too well (for most of them can neither read or write)
had made a listof sketches and drawings, depicting their sugges-
tions. Sport and games really do censtitute an accepted and
favourite part of their sparetime. Taking partinthe various types of
relaxation in the village-ie. outside their own circle, does not
always go smocthly . Although an important step has beenmade,
as afew among them regufasly take partin meetings of the village
societies, dances e.g. remain difficult moments. Because they
themseves do not know yet how to behave in certain cir-
cumstances, and also because the community is not yet sporn-
taneous and open, some forms of entertainment remain a diffi-
cult choice. From this we can learn that in order to choose
something one has also got to feel sufficiently safe to realize

that choice.

3. 4. It will not have escaped your notice thatin all this very oftena
strong appeal is made to flexibility, to their capabilities of develop-
ment. We have already emphasized a lot of educational
morments concerning residence, work and leisure. But also an
appeal was made to their being hurnan as pefsons and as mem-
bers of society. Duting the transitional period and during {he inten-
sive attendance after the remaval, a special appeal was made o
their being adults. By paying attention to their clothing, and
emphasizing their social competence, their attention is drawn to
their being aduits, 1o their being women.

Fram the very beginning another important point in the attend-
ance was to smaooth their manners. Though sometimes the law
of the jungle used to prevail, now they were taught 1o tive as equal
companions. The happiness and amazement about their new
hame at first acted as a fightning conductor ir the more intense
interaction. When they had found their feet again, a new phase
began: namely the exploration of the others and of aneself. What
is my position in this house and what position do | give to my
fellow-residents?

- For quite a long time subgroups kept existing, according ta their
origin ot former status. This is now gradually changing. Thefoflow-
ing examples may illustrate how these group dynanics are con-
nected with “chaice”. It one of the units, an educatress, who nad
been altending the residents from the very beginning, went 10
work with another living unit. Because of this, and because ofar

272 enlargement of the team, two new educatresses took her place
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- The residents fived through a period of seeming calm. Everyone
showed her best side, but after some time they showed clear pre-
ference for ane of the educatresses, according to her own sym-
‘pathy, but also according to existing mutual relation patterns: the
fact that A chose B, was a réason for C to choose D. '

Another shifttook placeinthe same unit: the head educatress left

she was succeeded by hercoileague. From this mament on, shé
eizener:)c]:ed thtat the residents came to her with the questions
and problems they had gone to the previ |
o previous head educatress
This shows that living together ends up in making a great number
of chcnces. A comipiex event, insight into which is only gradually
achieved, as one gets to trust one another more,

So we see that chogsing is not only affected by the attendants

but also by the inmates themselves. A good reason to be ver :
careful in composing living units. Y
As for the exploration of their own personality we ha

p.omtt_-:-d out that the changed working sit{:ation ;i: 'riieva;gg
situation prompted the women into constructing a new image of
themselves. Some of them used to construct a feeling of impar-
tance and respect through their work or through managing their
own room, in which way they could measure outfor themselves a
place amang the others. This was partiafly abandoned. Not sud-
denly but gradually they had to go through this transition period

Also they were now closely attended on by people who weré
i?c:lenrgri r:zac?i Ctl?‘\ey were and who resembled them more than the
All tr_us involved a certain initiad revalt against the educatresses, or
agamnst the other women who came to live with them. They hac} to

. Create a new place for themselves, a new role, a new identity; and

thhey are ac;tually still working on it. Even though the residents
ha\.-e experienced the importance of attendance and though they
nge Iearnt' to take part in the more intensive group interaction
o ;Trl;aeﬁ?nw]cts |ha\.'e not become less viclent, But also in difficult'

S ihey learn,—as we all do, by the way~to be more inde-
sendent, and yet more sociable. Y reinde

3.5.' When residing, work and teisure have been evaluated, and

%anucu!arly when our own attendance and the development of

- € residents is critically considered, we must conclude that we

fre con_fronted again and again with a garticular tendency. We

;2: 0111{_c>t|ce the following evolutionin the making of choices bythe
icCapped people themselves:

273




274 handicapped women of making choices. In cther words: their

At the start there is the attendance that shows the handicapped
peaple the oppartunities of their new condition of life: afterwards
anattemptis madeto teach them the necessary skills to carry out
thelr choices; and finally, the mentally handicapped person
gradually achieves some independence in action, through con-
sultation with her educatress, From all this we can conclude that
the whole personality and the professional ability of the
educatress plays an important part in the choices her people
make. This is a second relativity :n the concept of "choice”. . .
Not only the sociai context, but also the people intheirimmediate
sufroundings impose some limitations. This is a fact that in our
opinion cannot be sufficiently emphasized.

A secand conclusion from the ascertained evolution is that
choosing must be learnt. From the point of view of their own case-
history they have to get acquainted with the new aspects of their
new lite style. in this didactic process we recognize again the
evolution mentioned above: at first it is the altendants who
occupy nearly all leading functions, but in the course of time the
possibility arises that at certain moments certain functions are
transferredio the residents themselves: e.g. cholce of recreation,
of desert, etc. ...

4, Conclusion

We can conclude by saying that a positive development has
taken place. Also the residents themselves can find sufficient
arguments to give a negative answer to the question whether
they would like to return to the former situation,

Of course, there are many possibilities and a few worries for us
that we would like to propound 1o you in conclusion.

4.1. In the first place there is the question whether ten people
living together day by day is the best possible solution, We could
askourselvesif the positive development they have aiready gone
through could be continued or rounded off with a still different life
style which would give them even more tranquility and oppor-
tunity to self-determination, Here we can also put forward the
question as to which is the most optimal ratic as for the number of
educatresses per living unit, and the influence of this ratio on the
development of the residents.

4.2, There is also a lasting concern as to the influence of the
aftendance, for we have seen that the inspiration and committ-
ment of the educatress is the basis of the capability of the
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choncedurectlydepends onours, All thlsevokesalotofqueats \§:
what about the attendance, tramlng, selection etc. o\:r\p

educatresses, educators, therapists... Y
4.3, There is also the ascertainment that choosing is subject 4

 some relativity: limitations due to the surraunding community, a

limitationinthe socia! historical context, alimitationin the physical
surrounding, a limitation in the attendance.

4.4 There is also the continucus concern to find out about their
possibilities, so that we can make sure that we do not ask too
much ot too little of their being human. We coutd ask this guestion
for instance concerning their jobs. Would they not rather have a
real job? We hasten to add that in our cpinion their having a job
must be cansidered as part of their whole living and being.

4.5, We have alsc pointed out the age difference between
educatresses and residents. This goes with another problem:
how to preserve the continuity in the attendance of the residents,
who will probably live in the homes for the rest of their lives,
wheteas lhe educatresses will oriy work there for alimited pericd

‘of time. What does is mean to them atways to have to let familiar

people go away, to see them replaced by new {young) ones,

4.6, A home in the village is an unconscious utterance of
integration, but what kind of integration is it to become?

4.7. And finally | would like to draw your attertion to a last point:
the ageing of our people. What does this mean to them and what
are the consequences for us? These guestions will demand a
great deal of attention and committment from us in the future.
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